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   I RISE, Mr. President, to offer, and make a few remarks to  

sustain, a resolution which is in the following words: 

   Resolved, That a good education is the most valuable blessing that 
we, as  
a people, can bestow upon the rising generation. 

   The thinking and observing of all civilized nations have  

always regarded, as of paramount importance, the education of  

the rising generation. They have seen, sir, in the light of a  

sunbeam, that when the human intellect begins to expand, and  

put forth its feeble energies, it must be enlightened, strengthen- 

ed, and disciplined;—that when the passions are beginning to be  

excited by external objects, they must be directed into proper  

channels; they must be duly regulated; they must be subjected  

to a judicious moral training; or otherwise, the mind, in its de- 

velopement, will be little else than a mental chaos, incapable of  

perceiving, and consequently or remedying, the moral evil that  

must inevitably result to society from the unchecked, the violent  

ebullitions, the ungovernable passions of the human heart.   

   It has required no extraordinary acuteness of discernment to  

discover that the neglect of the mind and morals is the most  

prolific source of ignorance and barbarism, of degradation and  

misery. 

   It has also been seen, sir, that a suitable education ameliorates  

the condition of man, renders him a useful member of society,  

promotes his own happiness, and elevates him to the true dignity  

of human nature. Hence that unconquerable thirst after know- 

ledge which characterized some of the ancient nations; hence  

the laudable and strenuous efforts now being made by the reflect- 

ing, the enlightened, the patriotic, both of Europe and America,  

to diffuse useful knowledge among all classes of society. 

   And I rejoice, sir, to find that an ardent desire for mental and  

moral improvement is beginning to animate the intelligent of our  

people; and that they are devising means to promote these desi- 

rable objects; that among these stands pre-eminent the parent Mo- 
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ral Reform Society over which you preside, and which is to be the  

grand centre of all our future operations;—a Society, sir, which  

I regard as a golden chain, uniting the divided energies of our  

people of every sect and party;—a Society, sir, which will ex- 

hibit to the world in one solid and permanent nucleus, a union  

and concentration of much that is respectable in intelligence, ex- 

cellent in morals, splendid in genius, and fervent in piety. 

   And here, Mr. President, you will permit me to say, that  

whenever I have reflected upon the elements of which this So- 

ciety is composed—the magnitude of the task assigned me—my  

inability to perform it adequately, I have felt a strong temptation  

to decline the honour of an appointment which I accepted with  

unaffected reluctance, and which, not being able honourably to  

avoid, I now proceed to accomplish, though with extreme diffi- 

dence.  

   The resolution says, that a good education is the most valuable  

blessing that we, as a people, can bestow upon the rising genera- 

tion. It tacitly admits that there is such a thing as a bad educa- 

tion. We know, sir, that man, in the incipient stages of his  

being, receives an education, whether he will or not;—that while  

his infant mind is opening, it is continually receiving impressions  

from objects with which it is daily coming in contact;—that it is  

perpetually forming habits which, for the most part, grow with  

its growth, and strengthen with its strength: and we also know  

with what facility it imbibes false impressions, and with what  

difficulty they are corrected;—that to break the force of early  

associations, and to eradicate inveterate habits, is, too frequently,  

to stem a resistless torrent. And when I reflect upon the uni- 

versal depravity of the human heart—the preponderance of bad 

example—the contagious nature of vice, I am not at all surprised  

that so many receive a bad education. 

   But it is our object to save the rising generation from a perni- 
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cious, and bless them with a good education. To accomplish  

this, we would have every child placed under such a course of  

judicious instruction and discipline as will elicit all the capabili- 

ties of his nature—as will embrace the developement and cultiva- 

tion of all his faculties, whether they relate to his spiritual or  

physical organization;—such a course of instruction and disci- 

pline, as will enable him at all times, in all places, and under all  

circumstances, to act up to the dignity of a being who, though,  

in one sense, sustaining a cognation to the brute creation, yet,  

in another, but little a lower than the angels. 

   By a good education, sir, we mean such a one as will soundly  

instruct this compound being, man, in the obvious principles  

of his nature; an education that will teach him his origin,  

his end;—that will teach him the various relations he sustains,  

and instruct him in the duties which they involve to his God, to  

his fellow creatures, and himself. 

   It will not be enough to attend to the mere developement and  

discipline of the intellectual powers—to initiate the juvenile  

mind into all the mysteries of the arts and sciences—no, sir; but  

on the contrary, the moral and religious feelings of the heart  

must be cultivated, as of paramount interest. In the education of  

our children, we must regard them as immortal beings who are  

rapidly hastening through this probationary state to the eternal  

world, and whose unchangeable destiny there, sir, will be accord- 

ing to the type of their characters here. O, then, how important  

is it, that while the tender age of our children is such as to render  

them most susceptible of moral and religious impressions— 

that while their characters and habits are being formed, and that,  

for the most part, for life, how important is it that they should  

be thoroughly indoctrinated in the principles and practices of our  

holy religion. I mean, not that they are to be harnessed and  

disciplined in the traces of bigotry, or that they are to be bap- 
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tized in, or proselyted to, the peculiar tenets of the different  

sects in the land—no, sir;—I mean, simply, that our children  

should be taught, in all our schools, the fundamental doctrines of  

christianity, the sublime morality of the Bible, and trained up  

in the way in which they should go, that when they are old they  

may not depart from it. 

   I can never consent to admit that mere scientific and literary  

attainments, though productive of vast advantages to mankind,  

constitute a good education. I believe, with Dr. Young, that  

“with the talents of an angel, and man may be a fool.” 

   Man, sir, is but a sojourner here: “He cometh up and is cut  

down like a flower.” He is also in a state of probation: his  

thoughts, words, works, have all a momentous bearing upon his  

interests in the world to come—upon his happiness or misery  

through the annals of eternity. And when I consider the short- 

ness of life, the certainty of death, and the awful, the stupendous  

realities of the invisible world, I am irresistibly led to the con- 

clusion that nothing but the blindest infatuation can regard that  

as a good education which has reference only to this life;— 

which, abstractly considered, does not contribute one iota in  

qualifying the immortal soul for the exalted felicity of which it  

is capable;—which affords no aid in preparing us for that in- 

heritance which is incorruptible, undefiled, and that fadeth not  

away. 

   Mr. President, I maintain, that that only is a good educa- 

tion which assists in the all-important work of training man for  

his native skies; for 

                   “Minds, though sprung from heav’nly race, 
                     Must first be tutor’d for the place. 
                     The joys above are understood, 
                     And relish’d only by the good.” 

   I do not intend to convey the idea that a good education can 
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change the heart from nature to grace—no, sir,—far be the im- 

pious insinuation! This is the peculiar province of the Holy  

Spirit. What I mean to say, is, that a good education is power- 

fully auxiliary, under God, in working out the salvation of man 

—in promoting his well-being in time and in eternity. 

   It is unquestionable, sir, that those children who are early  

taught to remember their Creator in the days of their youth— 

who are early taught, both by precept and example, that to fear  

God and keep his commandments is the whole duty of man, will  

be far more likely than others, in adult life to be good citizens  

and exemplary christians. These, sir, more than impregnable  

fortifications, powerful fleets, and formidable armies, constitute  

the true strength and glory of a nation. Their intelligence and  

virtue render them invincible. A government blessed with  

such subjects, has all the elements of prosperity, happiness, and  

durability. These are they who, at the sound of the gospel  

trumpet, flock to the standard of Immanuel and engage heart and  

hand, in all those great moral enterprises of the age, which are  

the pioneers and harbingers of that day when the nations of the  

earth shall learn war no more—when they shall beat their swords  

into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning hooks—when  

“the kingdoms of this world shall become the kingdoms of our  

Lord and of his Christ.” 

   In all that I have advanced on a good education, I am not  

aware of having controverted the maxim that “whatever is use- 

ful is good.” On the contrary, I have incidentally conceded  

that the mere cultivation of the intellectual powers has been pro- 

ductive of the most important results to mankind; and I am pre- 

pared further to admit that these results may, in a certain sense,  

be denominated good. But these admissions derogate nothing  

from the position we have assumed, that, as it respects man’s 
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moral relations, his education cannot be regarded as good, nay,  

it is radically deficient, unless it has specific reference to those  

relations. And if this assertion needs confirmation, we need  

instance only the fact that, in too many cases, the most splendid  

abilities are associated with the most dissolute morals. And, as  

with individuals, so with nations. An eloquent historian says  

of the inhabitants of ancient Corinth, (a city called by Cicero  

“the light of all Greece,”) “they were very learned, as well as  

very dissolute.” 

   But though a good education necessarily implies a cultivation  

of the mind and morals combined, yet as I have hitherto confined  

myself chiefly to the consideration of the latter, and incidentally  

noticed some of its advantages, it may not be amiss to attend for 

a few moments, to the advantages resulting from mere intellectu- 

al culture. 

   The cultivation of the intellectual powers alone, has, under  

Providence, been productive of the grandest and most important  

results to the human family. 

   Man, with his wonderfully penetrating and comprehensive  

powers, has, with singular success, explored the arcana of nature.   

He has, with untold pleasure to himself, and incalculable advan- 

tage to society, made important discoveries in the animal, vege- 

table, and mineral kingdoms. 

   He has altered, and is still altering, the very face of nature for  

his accommodation and happiness. He conceives, for instance, the  

design of bringing distant cities into neighbourhood union. The  

difficulties that tower in his path seem insurmountable. He  

sees, hewever, that the most beneficial consequences await the  

successful prosecution of his contemplated enterprise. He re- 

solves that the work shall be done. He summons to the task  

all the power of his gigantic intellect. His plans are devised  

with consummate skill, and, at his bidding and direction, executed 
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with facility. Yes, at the sound of his imperative voice, moun- 

tains fall and vallies rise—the crooked is made straight, and the  

rough places smooth—distance is annihilated, and time is gained.   

Your canals and your rail-roads are familiar examples. 

   The utility of these wonderful improvements is obvious in fa- 

cilitating trade and travel;—in promoting social intercourse  

among those whose interests should be identical;—in enabling  

the citizen to fly over the country as it were on the wings of  

the wind, in affording mutual protection and support in the hour  

of calamity and danger. 

   Those stupendous works of art which are conferring such rich  

blessings on America, found their way to this continent chiefly  

by means of two very important agents,—the results also of intel- 

lectual cultivation,—the mariner’s compass and the art of 

 printing. The former guided the white-winged messenger  

across the pathless ocean, and the latter proclaimed the joyful  

tidings. 

   The time was when the fearful mariner dared not venture far  

from land, lest he should be at the mercy of the winds and waves.   

All voyages, however long, were performed along the coasts,  

and in sight of land. But, behold the astonishing change! The  

enterprising mariner no longer dreads to leave his vernacular  

shores: by the aid of the compass, he circumnavigates the globe.   

He visits every clime, supplying the wants, and ministering to  

the comforts of one country by the superabundant productions  

of another; nay, bearing with him the lights of science and reli- 

gion; dispensing the blessings of civilization and the Gospel.   

See him; in the prosecution of his perilous enterprise, skilfully  

wending his solitary way through the trackless ocean when nei- 

ther sun, nor moon, nor stars, can be seen—when the tempest is  

raging, and the darkness is almost tangible. 

   And to what are these splendid results mainly attributable? 
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Obviously, to the cultivation of the intellectual powers. It was  

this that brought into existence that invaluable instrument, the  

mariner’s compass. 

   It was the exercise of his thinking powers that led Columbus  

to form his theory of an additional continent—that induced the  

intrepid adventurer to launch forth on a voyage of discovery,  

braving the dangers of a fearful ocean, encountering difficulties  

and hardships truly appalling, and, to an undisciplined mind,  

overwhelming. But see the event: this brilliant enterprise was  

crowned with the discovery of a new world, to the great joy  

of happy millions. 

   We have alluded to the art of printing, as a splendid result of  

intellectual culture—an art that has been productive of incalcu- 

lable advantages to mankind. It is this which is the grand me- 

dium through which every species of useful knowledge is poured  

in one incessant flood upon the vast “empire of mind” in this  

lower world. Without it, we have good reason to believe that  

a formidable triumvirate of ignorance, superstition, and tyranny,  

would this day be wielding an iron sceptre over some of the  

fairest and most enlightened portions of our globe. Europe and  

America would doubtless be enveloped in the deep gloom of the  

dark ages, ignorant of the high-born destiny of man, and strangers  

to the fundamental principles of civil and religious liberty. 

   Yes, sir, the wings of the Press are wafting to all lands the  

glorious tidings, the ennobling, the heaven-born truths, that  

“God hath made of one blood all nations for to dwell on all the  

face of the earth;” that man, immortal man, who bears the  

image of his Maker—who ranks but a little lower than the an- 

gels, may not be treated as a brute, with impunity; “that all  

men are created equal, and endowed by their Creator with cer- 

tain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty and  

the pursuit of happiness.” 
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   These all-conquering truths have not only done much to ele- 

vate man to the true dignity of his nature, but they are still,  

through the medium of the press, undermining the establishment  

of despotism—liberalizing the views of the imperious; human- 

izing those insane and bitter prejudices which impiously forbid  

a large portion of the human race to occupy the stations assigned  

them by their benevolent Creator. And these truths, I hesitate  

not to predict, are yet destined, in their resistless march through- 

out the habitable globe, to shake down kingdoms; to revolution- 

ize empires, and accelerate the ushering in of that glorious jubi- 

lee when millions,—now prostrate in the dust, writhing under  

the iron heel of tyranny,—will stand erect and walk abroad in  

all the majesty of freemen, “redeemed, regenerated, and disen- 

thralled.” 

   The art of printing has conferred immense advantages on man- 

kind. The time was when books could be multiplied only by  

the tardy process of copying. They were of course exceedingly  

scarce and exorbitantly high. The bible, sir, that precious  

boon of heaven, which is a lamp to our feet and a light to our  

path, could not be purchased but at the enormous price of from  

150 to 200 dollars; consequently, as few were able to obtain it, the 

great mass of the people groped their way through the deepest  

gloom of ignorance and superstition. But the invention of  

printing has remedied these evils and introduced a bright day.   

Books are now teeming from the press with astonishing rapidity  

and in boundless profusion. They are continually pouring forth  

a rich flood of mental, moral, and  religious light upon our benight- 

ed world,—and that too at a trifling expense, and, in some in- 

stances, without money and without price. 

   And I may here ask, to what purpose are books being multi- 

plied, and put into the hands of our children unless they are able  

to read them: I mean read them, not mechanically, as is too 
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much the case, but understandingly. Upon this qualification  

on the part of the rising generation, your bible societies, tract  

societies, temperance societies, &c. depend, in a great measure,  

for their best results. 

   Other inventions and improvements demonstrating the great  

utility of a cultivated intellect, might be noticed but for the 

want of time. We may mention, however, the invention of the  

telescope,—an invention which has brought the heavens as it  

were down to the earth, and enabled man to make important  

and wonderful discoveries in the science of astronomy—discov- 

eries which fill the mind with the most sublime conceptions,  

and, withal, “lessons of heavenly wisdom teach.”  

   We might also consider the invention of, and the important  

improvements that have been made in, the science of mechanics;  

a science by which man can exert a most prodigious power—a  

power incomparably beyond what he can exert by mere natural  

strength. 

   In this connexion it may not be amiss to speak of the numer- 

ous labour-saving machines that have been invented—a very  

important one of which called the “Corn Planter,” was recently  

invented by a coloured Marylander. This machine is thus no- 

ticed by the National Intelligencer:—  

   The Corn Planter.—A machine of this name, for which a patent  
has been obtained by HENRY BLAIR, a free man of color, of an ad- 
joining county of Maryland, is now exhibiting in the Capitol. It is  
a very simple and ingenious machine, which, as moved by a horse,  
opens the furrow, drops (at proper intervals, and in an exact and  
suitable quantity) the corn, covers it, and levels the earth so as, in  
fact, to plant the corn as rapidly as a horse can draw a plough over  
the ground. The inventor thinks it will save the labor of eight men.   
We understand he is about to modify the machine, so as to adapt it  
to the planting of cotton. If it will accomplish (as we are inclined to  
believe it will) all which he supposes, it will prove to be an invention  
of great utility.—Nat. Intel. 

   Thus you perceive, sir, that the coloured man, who has been  

denied the attributes of humanity, is triumphantly refuting, on 
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the very soil of slavery,—a soil which he has doubtless watered  

with his tears,—the oft-refuted calumny that his race is devoid  

of genius; and this he is doing in a way which the interests of  

his calumniators will not allow them to overlook. And by what  

means is he thus signalizing himself, and conferring a distin- 

guished honour upon his people? It is unquestionably owing,  

to say the least, to the exercise of his thinking powers. And if  

we would see such men multiplied among us, we must give our  

children a good education. We must teach them how to think 

—how to use and improve the noble powers with which they  

are happily endowed. 

   Sir, we live in a very important age of the world, and in a  

very enlightened portion of the globe. The lessons of wisdom  

and experience are every where blazing before us. They teach  

us that intelligence and virtue will, at all times, in all places, and  

under all circumstances, elevate any people; and that ignorance  

and vice will as certainly degrade them. 

   Shall we then, while all classes of society around us are  

making improvements in every thing that is excellent and use- 

ful, remain alone stationary? Then indeed would it be true  

that we are so low in our debasement as scarcely to be reached  

by the heavenly light. No, sir, we will bestir ourselves—we  

will shake off our slumbers—we will “lay aside every weight,”  

and resolve in humble reliance on Divine aid, that we will be  

more intelligent, more useful, more respectable,—that our career  

of improvement shall be onward, and onward, until the declara- 

tion of Fabricius in relation to ancient Rome shall be adopted as  

the motto of every civilized and christian community:—“Rome  

knows no qualifications for great employments but virtue and  

ability.” And, in carrying out this resolution, we shall remem- 

ber that all our efforts to ameliorate our condition will be ineffi- 

cient unless the foundation be laid in a good education. This 
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will not only make us useful and respectable members of society,  

but will eminently contribute to the increase of our rational 

 enjoyments. 

   The educated man—the man of a cultivated taste, whose mind  

is enriched with stores of useful knowledge, has, within himself,  

an inexhaustible source of refined pleasure. On the contrary, the  

uneducated man lives in a sort of embryo: he has eyes, sir, but  

sees not; ears, but hears not; his spiritual senses are sealed; his  

intellectual powers, for the most part, dormant. But when a  

flood of mental and moral light is poured upon his benighted  

vision, his slumbering energies are awakened, and called forth  

into vigorous exercise: he now enters into a new world, and be- 

holds, with ineffable delight, scenes new, beautiful, and grand.   

Both the works of nature and of art which the unthinking view  

“with brute unconscious gaze,” the educated man beholds with  

the most pleasurable emotions. He gazes upon the works of  

genius,—the painted canvass of the sculptured marble,—and dis- 

covers beauties to which others are strangers;—beauties that  

afford him the most exquisite delight. He peruses a well written  

book on some interesting subject, or listens to the accomplished  

orator, or converses with the intelligent, with feelings of pleasure  

inexpressible, and, to the illiterate, incommunicable. All nature,  

in every place, in all seasons, under every variety of aspect, in  

all her diversified operations, furnishes a bounteous feast—a rich  

entertainment for the man of cultivated taste. 

               —————————“For him the spring 
               Distils her dews, and from the silken gem 
               Its lucid leaves unfolds; for him, the hand  
               Of autumn tinges every fertile branch 
               With blooming gold, and blushes like the morn. 
               Each passing hour sheds tribute from her wings 
               And still new beauties meet his lonely walk, 
               And loves unfelt attract him. 
                                                          Not a breeze 
   Flies o’er the meadow; not a cloud imbibes
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   The setting sun’s effulgence; not a strain 
   From all the tenants of the warbling shade 
   Ascends, but whence his bosom can partake 
   Fresh pleasure unreproved.” 

   Such a man having within himself an opulent fund of intellec- 

tual enjoyment, will not be so much inclined as others to seek  

happiness in the gratification of his appetites and passions. 

   The attractions of the gambling table and the ale house are  

not, in his view, to be compared with those to be found in his  

own domicil—in the rich volumes of a well selected library. 

   Instead of associating with the vicious and abandoned in those  

sinks of pollution—those whirlpools of vice, those charnel houses  

of health, of genius, and of every thing lovely in the human  

character, where too many of the youth of the present genera- 

tion are revelling in licentiousness and gross sensuality, blasting  

the prospects and destroying the happiness of their friends and  

relations, and burying the hopes of their country, and consigning  

themselvelves to eternal infamy,—I say, instead of thus seeking  

happiness in the lowest depths of ignominy and disgrace, you  

will find him in the hall of science, the lecture room, the moral  

lyceum, or in some useful institution, in all of which, whether  

he is receiving or imparting instruction, he is increasing his own  

intellectual enjoyments. 

   Mr. President, I most firmly believe that a good education is the  

great sine qua non as it regards the elevation of our people. Give  

them this and they cease to grovel;—give them this and they  

emerge from their degradation, though crushed beneath a moun- 

tain weight of prejudice;—give them this and they will com- 

mand respect and consideration from all who respect themselves 

and whose good opinions are worth having;—give them this and 

they acquire a moral power that will enable them to storm and 

batter down that great citadel of pride and prejudice—that great  

Babel of oppression that impiously lifts itself to the clouds, vainly 
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hoping to thwart the designs of Him who is thundering in the  

heavens, “For the oppression of the poor, for the sighing of the  

needy, now will I arise: I will set him in safety from him that  

puffeth at him.” 

   Sir, give the rising generation a good education, and you in- 

struct them in, and qualify them for, all the duties of life—you  

make them useful citizens and enlightened christians—you refine  

the pleasures and increase the happiness of their social circles— 

you banish from their religion that superstition, and from their  

devotional exercises that wild, ranting fanaticism, which are the  

legitimate fruits of ignorance, and which can procure for them  

no other consideration than the pity of the intelligent, or the  

ridicule of the unthinking:—give them a good education, and  

then, when liberty, in the full sense of the term, shall be confer- 

red upon them, it will be something more than a “sounding brass  

or a tinkling cymbal:” they will thoroughly understand its na- 

ture, duly appreciate its value, and contribute efficiently to its  

inviolable preservation. 

   In conclusion, sir, permit me to say we have much more to  

animate our hopes than to excite our fears. Ours is a righteous  

cause—that of our enemies, an unrighteous one. On the one  

hand we see arrayed against us unblushing impiety, unholy pride,  

grovelling sinful prejudice, and a short-sighted worldly policy;— 

on the other hand—on the side of unoffending innocence and 

struggling virtue—we behold arrayed an invincible phalanx of  

all that is liberal and magnanimous, holy, just, and good—the  

active sympathies of the civilized world, and the moral energies  

of the universe. Sir, the unholy alliance must capitulate—they  

must make a virtue of necessity; for we are divinely assured  

that “no weapon formed against us shall prosper,” so long as 

“the weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty through  

God to the pulling down of the strong holds” of wickedness.



August 8, 1836 
Watkins, William [J.] 

An Address Delivered before the Moral  
Reform Society in Philadelphia 

Presscopy – Harvard University – Anti-Slavery Pamphlets 

Black Abolitionist Archives, Doc. No. 01274   Page 15 
 

 

   Mr. President I shall trespass no longer upon the kind in- 

dulgence that has been extended towards me: I move the adop- 

tion of the resolution. 
 

 


	Thus you perceive, sir, that the coloured man, who has been
	Flies o’er the meadow; not a cloud imbibes


